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could have worked. “The scientists 
hypothesise that interbreeding 
between our ancestral humans 
and early chimps created a 
third, infertile ‘hybrid’ species, 
the human equivalent of a mule, 
the infertile offspring of a horse 
and donkey. Though incapable 
of breeding among its own, the 
hybrid is believed to have survived 
by mating with its parent human 
or chimp species, before the 
two separated to follow the two 
distinct evolutionary paths that led 
to modern humans and chimps.”
The New York Times more 
adroitly reasoned that such a 
hybrid couldn’t have been infertile 
(otherwise it wouldn’t be able to 
breed at all). 
Instead, the Times explained it 
like this: “Hybrid populations often 
go extinct because the males are 
sterile, Dr. Reich pointed out, so 
hybrid females may have mated 
with male chimps to produce 
viable offspring.”
Are humans unusual animals 
in this apparent extensive cross-
breeding? Or are phylogenetic trees 
throughout the animal kingdom 
all just fantasies? These are huge 
questions, not fully contemplated 
in most of the reporting. But 
James Mallet at University College 
London told the Washington Post 
that Darwin favored the idea that 
new species emerge in a slow and 
stuttering fashion. “But,” the Post 
added, “in the early part of the 20th 
century, biologists came to favor the 
idea of clean breaks, with the ‘pure’ 
lines of emerging species being 
stronger and fitter than hybrids.”
The Post’s further excursion 
into this story, however, was not a 
quest for deeper meaning. Later 
in the week, the humor writers 
took over. “This whole idea of 
chimp–human hookups got us 
thinking about what interspecies 
couples fight over.” How about: 
“She keeps bugging me to get 
hair plugs for my back,” or “Thinks 
he’s hot stuff because he invented 
‘the wheel’, whatever that is.” So 
much for making any headway 
with all those folks who reject 
evolution to begin with.
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E-mail: rharris@nasw.orgIn 1960, the distinguished 
British biologist Julian Huxley 
returned from a research trip to 
Africa deeply disturbed by what 
he had seen: runaway habitat 
destruction and uncontrolled 
hunting of endangered species 
that, unchecked, would drive 
many of them to extinction within 
a matter of years. Huxley shared 
his concerns with fellow scientists 
and other prominent personalities, 
who agreed that the challenge 
of protecting the natural world 
The giant panda, the international 
symbol of conservation, may be 
more abundant than expected in 
some of its remaining Chinese 
habitats. Nigel Williams reports.
Icon boost required something that, up until then, had never existed: an 
international organisation with the 
scientific, technical and financial 
resources to fund and conduct 
conservation efforts around the 
globe.
The following year, the 
World Wildlife Fund was 
created, with Huxley among its 
founding members. But the new 
organisation did not choose one 
of Africa’s unique and vulnerable 
creatures as its logo, but China’s 
giant panda. The logo, painted 
by the noted ornithologist, artist 
and founder member of WWF, 
Peter Scott, has promoted the 
animal to an icon of conservation 
efforts.
Under this logo, the WWF 
has grown into the largest 
privately financed international Secrets and lives: New studies suggest more giant pandas may exist in protected 
reserves in China then previously estimated. (Photograph: Naxun Zhao.)
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R437conservation organisation in the 
world, with national affiliates in 
more than 30 countries and a 
global membership of more than 
5 million with nearly 1.2 million in 
the US alone. But pressure grows 
relentlessly on the habitats of key 
iconic species, such as the giant 
panda, as well as those for many 
less visible species.
The WWF has collaborated 
with the Chinese government 
to help them establish more 
than 40 reserves protecting 
habitat for giant pandas. And 
the government has introduced 
further measures to prevent 
logging and poaching within  
these areas.
But the inexorable rise in 
Chinese economic development 
has put growing pressures on the land surrounding the reserves 
pressing the need to provide 
protected corridors so that 
pandas can move between areas. 
Conservation efforts appear to 
have borne fruit, however: the 
third official survey of panda 
numbers carried out eight 
years ago across the reserves 
suggested a population of up to 
1600, up on the previous survey 
13 years before.
But new research suggests 
an even better picture. Fecal 
satellite DNA studies reported in 
this issue by Xiangjiang Zhan and 
colleagues (pages R451–2) from 
one reserve, suggest the giant 
panda population could be as 
high as 2,500–3,000.
The official survey results 
were based on researchers Writ large: The first poster featuring the giant panda as the logo for the newly created 
World Wildlife Fund in 1961. (Photo: © WWF-Canon/WWF Intl.)examining transcepts across 
the panda reserves and physical 
examination of fecal remains in an 
effort to determine the number of 
individuals present. But the new 
studies have taken DNA samples 
from fecal remains across one 
reserve to determine genotypic 
markers.
The results, from the Wanglang 
reserve, suggest the presence 
of more than 60 individuals, in 
contrast to the third official survey 
which estimated the presence of 
just 27 individuals.
“Our molecular census estimate 
for the Wanglang nature reserve 
is more than double that of 
the third survey, leading to the 
possibility that there may be 
as many as 3,000 giant pandas 
in the wild,” the authors write. 
“This estimate assumes that the 
Chinese government now directly 
protects approximately 71 per 
cent of wild pandas through its 
current reserve system, which 
when taken together with strictly 
enforced bans on poaching and 
deforestation in giant panda 
habitat, augurs well for giant 
panda conservation in the 
medium term, provided such 
measures remain in force,” they 
say. There are challenging times 
ahead in China as development 
threatens many environments 
and species. Biologists and 
conservationists are just hoping 
the long-standing iconic status 
of the giant panda will help forge 
continuing conservation efforts 
ahead.
Heading up: Peter Scott, who created 
the giant panda poster for the WWF. 
(Picture: © WWF-Canon/WWF Intl.)
